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August 2, 2022 

 

The Honorable Deb Haaland 

Secretary 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

1849 C Street, N.W. 

Washington, DC 20240 

 

Dear Secretary Haaland: 

 

I write regarding the recent announcement that the Department of the Interior (DOI) Bureau of 

Reclamation (BoR), is seeking voluntary agreements from Colorado River stakeholders to drastically 

reduce their water distribution. California is a senior water rights holder on the Colorado River, and I 

write to remind DOI of its legal obligations to mitigate the damage these cuts will cause my district, 

including disadvantaged communities and tribal nations; to ask for DOI’s analysis of the public health 

and environmental impacts of these cutbacks as required by law; and to urge DOI to provide a meaningful 

opportunity for local stakeholders to provide input concerning decisions that will significantly affect their 

community. 

 

As you know, in a Senate hearing on June 14th, BoR Commissioner Camille Calimlim Touton gave water 

users 60 days to come to a voluntary agreement to conserve two- to four-million-acre feet of Colorado 

River water. If the stakeholders are unable to come to an agreement, Commissioner Touton stated BoR 

could impose mandatory cuts. 

 

These cutbacks may not affect all areas equally, and I am concerned that this is not being considered 

during Colorado River negotiations. In eastern California, the Salton Sea is already an environmental and 

public health crisis, where reduced inflows in combination with accelerated evaporation fueled by climate 

change have resulted in the rapidly increasing exposure of lakebed. The exposure of toxic dust from the 

lakebed is one of the causes for the area’s high levels of asthma, bronchitis, and other respiratory issues.1 

Water cutbacks will not only lead to painful decisions like forcing our farmers to fallow their fields, but it 

will also mean more exposed lakebed and worse health impacts for vulnerable, disadvantaged 

populations. 

 

While I understand that the historic drought in the Western United States means that compromises and 

sacrifices will be necessary, water cuts will be particularly devastating to the Salton Sea region. To 

protect this region and its vulnerable population, the DOI must provide financial resources to fully 

mitigate the effects that these water cuts on the Salton Sea region. In addition, DOI must, at a minimum, 

do the following: 

 

 
1 https://news.usc.edu/159380/salton-sea-shrinking-asthma-respiratory-health-air-quality/ 

tel:760-424-8888


 

1. Support the Salton Sea Management Program to help with projects such as construction of the 

North Lake; offer technical expertise to projects at the lake; expedite science funding research 

opportunities for topics including water and air quality changes at the Salton Sea due to these 

cuts; care for wildlife affected by these cuts including studying habitat and biodiversity issues, 

and providing resources for capital costs and operations and maintenance of programs at the lake; 

2. Fully evaluate the impacts of the water cutbacks for the region including specific analyses of how 

they will affect the Salton Sea, the Sonny Bono National Wildlife Refuge, and the tribal 

reservation land; 

3. Guarantee that no environmental laws will be waived or voided in the process of effectuating 

these water usage reductions; 

4. Engage with the local community leaders and provide opportunities for meaningful consultation 

so that their concerns can be heard and addressed prior to the imposition of cuts; and   

5. Ensure that DOI prepare a full analysis of any future water use reductions on the Salton Sea 

region in the environmental reviews for the upcoming rewrite of the 2007 Colorado River Interim 

Guidelines for Lower Basin Shortages and the Coordinated Operations for Lake Powell and Lake 

Mead (2007 Interim Shortage Guidelines).  

 

In addition, I ask that you promptly answer the following questions: 

 

1. What analyses on the effects of this water cutback on the Salton Sea region has DOI performed, 

including on the impacts to the tribal reservation land and the Sonny Bono National Wildlife 

Refuge? 

2. What funding does the BoR currently have to address mitigation? Is this funding sufficient for 

DOI to fully mitigate the effects of these water reductions, to protect federal Salton Sea lands, and 

to uphold its tribal trust duty to ensure federal actions do not harm tribal reservation land?  

3. Does the BoR have adequate funding and authorities to ensure that payments can be made to 

promote voluntary reductions in water usage by stakeholders, including farmers? Have there been 

discussions about the effects that these water reductions will have on the local workforce, 

including farmworkers? 

4. What actions is DOI taking to address future drought conditions, and how is the DOI working to 

mitigate the effects of any future water reduction requests? 

5. What discussions have DOI participated in on formulating a water budget or other mitigation 

work based on these proposed water reduction requests? 

 

Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter. Please reach out to my office with any questions or 

concerns at (202) 225-5330.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Raul Ruiz, M.D.  

Member of Congress 

 

CC: Commissioner M. Camille Calimlim Touton, Bureau of Reclamation 


